Social media is known as a place for sharing family updates, vacation photographs, cat videos, and pictures of your culinary creations (or impressive fails). Today, it also plays an important role in scientific communication and extending the reach of scientists beyond traditional audiences. Epidemiologists' interest and participation in social media and unique forms of scientific communication are broadening, with Twitter and podcasting providing new opportunities for making a scientific impact. We therefore preview these two platforms for scientific communication with which we have gotten involved in recent years.
| US ING T WIT TER TO E X TEND YOUR RE ACH
You may have avoided Twitter and social media because of the legitimate criticisms of its divisive discourse, 1 or because you believe it is a time sink or a place of negativity. However, we have found a corner of Twitter with professional, productive, positive conversations: #EpiTwitter. #EpiTwitter is the community of epidemiologists on Twitter (the hashtag is used to organise, find, and promote the group). When we recently asked our millions of Twitter followers (we may be exaggerating slightly) why they love #EpiTwitter, the responses centred on valuable and unique opportunities for learning, sharing, and supporting or being supported (though we acknowledge the potential for selection bias!). 2 Twitter is a platform that is intended to foster interaction among people with diverse backgrounds, regardless of location. Twitter's global engagement allows epidemiologists to disseminate research findings to and receive immediate feedback from a wide audience not just of academics, but also private sector scientists, policymakers, community leaders, and the public at large-many of whom would not read our research in a scientific journal. The scholarly impact of online result dissemination can be measured using "altmetrics," which are gaining popularity among funders. Evidence indicates that as a scientist's Twitter followers extend beyond 1000, their followers become more diverse (eg greater numbers of research and educational organisations, media, members of the public, and decision-makers), which increases the spread of credible science. 3 Developing an online presence therefore increases the public's scientific literacy, which is our responsibility in this time of fake news, declining trust in science, and inequalities in access to scientific knowledge.
Twitter is a place to identify new collaborators, networking opportunities, and jobs, explore new research ideas, and keep pace with cutting-edge tools, methods, findings, events, and discussions.
The learning opportunities on Twitter seem limitless. For instance, the #EpiBookClub is a popular Twitter-based journal club run by Ellie Murray, ScD, on an epidemiology-related book. "Tweetorials" are tutorials on a complex topic clearly explained in a series of tweets (with animated gifs as a humorous bonus!). Live tweeting scientific conferences spreads relevant content to those not in attendance. These resources are particularly valuable to trainees and epidemiologists who lack a travel budget or a cadre of like-minded scientists, or who work at smaller institutions.
Some believe that Twitter helps to increase inclusivity, diversity, and equity in the STEM fields. 4 Lastly, Twitter may humanise scientists. Until the last decade, scientists were often just a name on the byline of an article or textbook, or someone you saw at a conference or invited lecture.
Interaction or debate occurred at annual meetings or in letters to the editor. Now, engagement on Twitter is daily, and it has made many of us more approachable, relatable (and also better) scientists. We and members of the #EpiTwitter community have found it to be a safe place to share our personalities, our humour, and our fears, anxieties, and frustrations. 2 The generosity, supportiveness, and kindness that we have observed have allowed issues that were once left to discussions behind closed doors to emerge into the public sphere. If you use the #EpiTwitter hashtag, the EpiTwitter bot will retweet it to broaden your reach. You can set your account to be private or public. If it is public, your tweets can be seen by anyone online. If you want to create a research laboratory account rather than a personal account, check your institution's policies.
| US ING P OD C A S TING TO E X TEND YOUR RE ACH
Podcasting is another way epidemiologists can engage with other scientists and communities outside their immediate network.
Podcasting, in which one records a conversation, interview, or some other form of audio content for dissemination, 7 is a growing medium. 8 The content can vary from news coverage of current scientific breakthroughs, to conversations with scientists, to audio diaries on how to conduct science. Podcasting can overcome some of the shortcomings of our traditional models of communicating science to the public. 9 Typically, after a paper is published, the author's institution may put out a press release and the media may choose to cover it. However, when reporters write a story on our findings, we are often frustrated that our work is not presented with the nuance necessary for readers or listeners to make informed decisions. Another challenge is that media outlets are often more interested in findings that are counterintuitive or splashy, findings that do not always hold up to scrutiny and replication. Podcasting, however, allows scientists to take the lead in communicating with different sets of stakeholders directly and do so with the necessary nuances on the topics they feel are important.
Like Twitter, podcasts are also highly effective for communication among scientists, and there is currently a growing number of such podcasts. These include podcasts about the process of science (see Everything Hertz), life in academia (see AcaDames and The Effort Report), contentious issues in science (see the Black Goat), new ways to succeed in science (see The Startup Scientists), how to be critical about science (see Free Associations), and even about specific disciplines within epidemiology (see This Podcast Will Kill | 3 COMMENTARY must be set up to be distributed through podcast apps such as Apple Podcast, Stitcher, or Google Play. It does require some equipment, though we find that free software for recording and basic editing (eg Audacity) works well, and a $50 microphone and a $20 pair of headphones will do. Each episode requires some outlining and potentially scripting, scheduling, lining up guests if needed, editing, and time for uploading to a server to disseminate. While we do not see these as a barrier to entry, it does involve time, effort, and planning.
The availability of resources to support the podcast is another important consideration. Podcasting rarely comes with funding (either as institutional salary support or advertising dollars/subscription fees) and as epidemiologists, this means podcasting is something we have to in our free time. But unlike generating social media content, podcasting is akin to publication in that it disseminates material even if it is not peer-reviewed scientific research. Nevertheless, universities may give academic "credit" for highly influential podcasting because there is a sizable product (an episode) and there are metrics to describe influence (number of subscribers, number of downloads, etc). Still, if podcasts are seen as valuable by universities, there will need to be an investment in resources, particularly in salary support.
Social media is clearly not for everyone, but its increase in use (especially with younger generations entering epidemiology), ability to extend the reach of our work, and opportunities for spreading knowledge make it an important tool to consider for scientific communication. We encourage everyone to at least dip their toe in these waters. Download a podcast and listen on your commute, or create a Twitter account and follow your favourite epidemiologists even if you just read others' discussions rather than engage directly. We think you will be impressed.
ACK N OWLED G EM ENTS
This comment follows from a presentation at the annual meeting of the Society for Paediatric and Perinatal Epidemiologic Research in Minnesota, June 2019. We thank Dr Courtney Lynch for inviting us to speak and for suggesting this topic. We thank everyone who laughed at our jokes during the presentation, even if they were pity laughs. We are grateful to members of the #EpiTwitter-verse for sharing their motivations in participating in the Twitter community, which formed the basis for some of the content in this commentary.
We also wish to thank Beyoncé in advance for considering following us on Twitter.
O RCI D

Lisa M. Bodnar
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9427-5467
